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The most critical mission of education is to teach students how to think and learn, equipping 
them with the necessary knowledge and skills to thrive as an adult (Kuhn, 1999; 2010). 
However, despite this fact, most learning activities in Indonesian elementary and secondary 
schools are still rote learning (Abdurakhman, 2016). Students tend to excessively use rote 
learning, memorizing information without understanding the meaning, due to the large number 
of lessons they receive. Information achieved through rote learning is not useful for students 
because it is not connected to other information stored in their memory (Slavin, 2014). Many 
countries have implemented several approaches like inquiry and discovery learning to teach 
students how to think. These approaches provide students with the opportunity to practice the 
skills to seek new knowledge (Bell, Smetana, & Binns, 2005; Kuhn, Black, Keselman, & 
Kaplan, 2000).  
The ability to seek new knowledge is an essential aspect of cognitive development. 
According to the cognitive development theory from Piaget, the capacity to seek new 
knowledge arises during the formal operational stage when children develop the hypothetic-
deductive reasoning and ability to think like a scientist called inductive reasoning (Bjorklund, 
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 Engaging in intellectual activities and seek new knowledge is critical 
for Indonesian students. However, most learning activities in 
elementary and secondary schools in Indonesia are centered on rote 
learning. This study aimed to provide an initial description of how 
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were involved in this study by giving their responses to intellectual 
values questions. Descriptive analysis was conducted to examine the 
percentage of participants who endorse discussion. Additionally, the 
reasons for endorsing discussion were also examined to determine the 
epistemological understanding level. The percentage of participants 
that endorse discussion in question one, two, and three was 71%, 47%, 
and 50%, respectively. While 24% of participants consistently 
endorsed discussion in all three questions. Most students gave reasons 
that indicate absolutist or multiplist level of an epistemological 
understanding. Very few reasons can be categorized into the 
evaluativist level. Students seem to believe that discussion is important 
to do to solve the problems. Most students have yet to perceive the 
intellectual activity as an essential tool to enhance their understanding 
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2005). Many other experts also studied the ability to seek new knowledge. Kuhn (2001; 2010) 
proposed a theoretical model that emphasizes the role of two metacognition components toward 
the capability of children to seek new knowledge. This two metacognition are meta-level 
knowing procedural and meta-level knowing declarative. Meta-level knowing procedural is 
needed to apply strategies to acquire new knowledge. Meta-level knowing declarative, 
specifically epistemological understanding, underlie the development of intellectual values that 
determine whether knowledge-seeking is perceived as worthwhile. Hence, meta-level knowing 
declarative is increasing one’s tendency to learn.  
This study focused on exploring the intellectual values and epistemological 
understanding that determine the desire to engage in intellectual activities for knowledge-
seeking goal. Intellectual values describe ones’ belief that intellectual activities are worthwhile 
(Kuhn, 2001). Despite the significance of this construct to students’ cognitive development, 
however, only a few studies have explored it. Limited literature is available regarding the 
development of intellectual values in children or adolescents, as well as how it relates to other 
variables. A possible explanation for this is that some constructs were meant to explain the 
similar psychological characteristics as intellectual values such as the need for cognition, 
typical intellectual engagement, and epistemic curiosity.  
The need for cognition is defined as one’s tendency to engage in and enjoy challenging 
cognitive activities (Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984; Hevey, Thomas, & Maher, 2012). The 
meaning of this construct partially overlaps with intellectual values (Kuhn & Park, 2005). 
Typical intellectual engagement (TIE) is defined as an individuals’ aversion or interest in 
activities that are intellectually demanding (Ackerman, et al. 1995; Chamorro-Premuzic, et al., 
2006). TIE is more widely explored than intellectual values. Researchers have studied TIE with 
intellectual competence constructs (Arteche, et al., 2009), learning approaches (Stumm & 
Furnham, 2012), academic performance (Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2006), and its stability and 
change in old age (Mascherek & Zimprich, 2011). Epistemic curiosity is another construct 
similar to intellectual values. This construct is defined as the need for knowledge that 
encourages individuals to learn new things, search for information, and solve intellectual 
problems (Mussel, 2010). 
Intellectual values and its’ similar constructs have common characteristics; all of them 
are different from intellectual competence and closely associated with personality and 
knowledge acquisition. One aspect that differentiates intellectual values from other similar 
constructs is that it is not merely an attribute of the individual but is also rooted in culture. In 
other words, intellectual values can also be defined as how a group of culture perceives the 
value of intellectual activity (Kuhn & Park, 2005).  
The level of an epistemological understanding determines the development of 
intellectual values. Epistemological understanding is an effort to integrate subjective and 
objective aspects of knowing. People receive claims about various information from many 
sources. Thus, people need standards or criteria to justify those claims. Criteria used for 
justifying a claim (subjective or objective aspects of knowing) represent the development of 
one’s epistemological understanding (Kuhn, 2001). Epistemological understanding develops 
through four levels: realist, absolutist, multiplist, and evaluativist. At the realist and absolutist 
levels, the objective aspects of knowing dominates. Children think that something is true if it 
represents reality. They believe that knowledge is obtained from an external source. At the 
multiplist level, the changes occur, and the subjective aspects of knowing replace the objective 
aspects. Children begin to realize that the human mind generates knowledge. Thus, everyone is 
entitled to their own opinion. At the evaluativist level, adolescents or adults start to coordinate 
the objective and subjective aspects of knowing. They begin to understand that everyone could 
have their own opinions, but that the best is supported by argument and evidence. At this level, 
discussion, debating, and other intellectual activities are perceived to be needed to justify many 
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claims. At this level of epistemological understanding, the value of intellectual activities arises 
and encourages people to seek knowledge (see Table 1) (Kuhn, Cheney, & Weinstock, 2000).  
Kuhn & Park (2005) studied the intellectual values and epistemological understanding 
of three different cultural groups (i.e., Caucasian American, Korean, & Japanese). Intellectual 
values were assessed using three questions that ask participants whether they agree or disagree 
with the statement, “discussion is not necessary” within the given context. They found that 
Caucasian Americans had the highest percentage in terms of samples who consistently support 
discussion in all three intellectual value questions (77% for parents, 52% for high school 
students, and 40% for middle school students). In contrast, the different percentage was found 
among Japanese (38% for parents and 13% for high school students), and Korean (8% for 
parents, 10% for high school students, and 13% for middle school students). Those results 
indicate that there is a variation of intellectual values across cultural groups. A similar pattern 
between parents and students suggests that intellectual values are transmitted from parents to 
their children.  
The evaluativist level of epistemological understanding and valuing intellectual 
activities have similar patterns across cultural groups. The pattern indicates that those two 
constructs are connected. The percentage of samples with an evaluativist level of thinking was 
highest in Caucasian American (82% for parents, 70% for high school students, and 60% for 
middle school students). On the contrary, a lower percentage was found among Korean (40% 
for parents, 24% for high school students, and 17% for middle school students) and Japanese 
(12% for parents and 19% for high school students) (Kuhn & Park, 2005). A previous study 
among the Caucasian population was also found that the percentage of eighth-grade participants 
showing a predominantly evaluativist level is more significant than participants showing a 
predominantly absolutist level (Kuhn, et al., 2000).  
Indonesian students need to enjoy engaging in intellectual activities and seek new 
knowledge. However, no studies have specifically explained how Indonesian students perceive 
the value of intellectual activities. Past studies have discovered that middle and high school 
students in Korea and Japan, also noted as a collective society like Indonesia, have lower 
intellectual values compared to Caucasian American students. It indicates that Indonesian 
middle school students might also have similar views regarding intellectual value with Korean 
and Japanese students. Thus, this study is intended as a preliminary study to obtain an initial 
description of middle school students' intellectual values in Indonesia. This study used 
intellectual values questions developed by Kuhn (2001), whereby participants are asked to 
provide reasons for endorsing discussion. This study also determines the level of 




A total of 68 middle school students (30 boys, 38 girls, 12-15 old years, M=13.74; SD=.89) were 
involved in this study by giving their responses to intellectual values questions. Participants were 
recruited from two public middle schools in a city in the province of East Java, Indonesia. 
Participants gave their responses in class after permission for conducting the study was obtained 
from the education authorities and school principals.  
 
Instrument 
Three questions developed by Kuhn (2001) were used to assess intellectual values. The first 
questions state that it is unnecessary to discuss some social issues because everyone has their 
own opinion about it. Participants were then asked to respond whether they ‘Strongly Agree, 
Agree, or Disagree with the previous statement. Those who disagree with the statement were 
additionally asked to provide their reasoning for choosing the answer. The remaining two 
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questions are about political candidates (stated to be not necessary to discuss because it is a 
matter of personal preference) and world peace (stated to be not worth discussing because it is 
too difficult to solve). The complete three questions are in the Appendix. Participants who 
respond with Strongly Agree or Agree are noted to have low intellectual values, while those who 
chose to Disagree are classified as individuals with high intellectual value. 
Those three questions initially developed in English. Translation into the Indonesian 
language was conducted after permission was obtained from the author. Two experts with 
knowledge in both languages and cultures evaluated the content, concept, and linguistic 
equivalence between the original and translated questions (International Test Commission, 2016; 
Jeanrie & Bertrand, 1999). Experts suggested adapting the content of the questions so it can be 
understood by, and more relevant to, Indonesian middle school students. Therefore, the current 
researcher, together with experts, decided to discuss and replace some of the examples. In the 
first question (i.e., the death penalty, gun control, and medical care), the issues were replaced 
with other examples that are more relevant to participants (i.e., excessive use of social media, 
adolescent sexual involvement, and divorce). Political candidates in the second question were 
replaced with the chairman of school organization candidates. The questions about the nature of 
matters in the third question were replaced with why crimes continue to exist. The completed 
original and adapted questions of intellectual values measure is presented in the Appendix.  
 
Analysis  
Descriptive analysis was conducted to examine the percentage of participants who endorse 
discussion in each question. Further examination was undertaken to explore whether their 
reasoning reached the evaluativist level, refers to  Kuhn, et al. (2000). Table 1 summarizes 
epistemological understanding develops through four levels: realist, absolutist, multiplist, and 
evaluativist. 
 
Table 1  
Levels of Epistemological Understanding 
Level Assertions Knowledge Critical Thinking 
Realist Assertions are Copies of an 
external reality. 
Knowledge comes from an 
external source and is 
certain. 
Critical thinking is 
unnecessary. 
Absolutist Assertions are Facts that are 
correct or incorrect in their 
representation of reality. 
Knowledge comes from an 
external source and is certain 
but not directly accessible, 
producing false beliefs. 
Critical thinking is a vehicle 
for comparing assertions to 
reality and determining their 
truth or falsehood. 
Multiplist Assertions are Opinions freely 
chosen by and accountable 
only to their owners. 
Knowledge is generated by 
human minds and, therefore, 
uncertain. 
Critical thinking is irrelevant. 
Evaluativist Assertions are Judgments that 
can be evaluated and compared 
according to criteria of 
argument and evidence. 
Knowledge is generated by 
human minds and is 
uncertain but susceptible to 
evaluation.  
Critical thinking is valued as a 
vehicle that promotes sound 
assertions and enhances 
understanding. 
Source: Kuhn, Cheney, and Weinstock (2000) 
 
In terms of discussion, realist children consider critical thinking as non-essential because 
knowledge is understood as information obtained from an external source and is certain. 
Absolutist children assume that critical thinking is a means to determine whether a statement or 
a claim is right or wrong. Multiplist children consider that critical thinking is not relevant 
because they believe that everyone is entitled to their opinions. In other words, each idea could 
be right. Children begin to coordinate subjective and objective aspects of knowing only at the 
evaluativist level. Hence, discussion or critical thinking is regarded as an essential intellectual 
activity as a means of supporting claims and increasing understanding.  
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The first question in the appendix indicates a multiplist level of epistemological thinking, 
characterized by the dominant subjective aspect of knowing (i.e., personal opinion). Based on 
this thinking, discussions are not required because each opinion could be right. Participants who 
agree with not discuss those issues are assumed to be at the multiplist level of epistemological 
thinking, indicating lower intellectual values. On the other hand, those who endorse discussion 
are regarded as individuals with high intellectual values. Only the evaluativist level consider 




Initial descriptive analysis reveals the following percentages of people endorsing discussion in 
question one is much higher than in question two and three (71%, 47%, and 50%, respectively). 
As different types of issues presented to the participants, this result indicates that differences in 
percentage between those questions could be attributed to the types of problems people face in 
the question. For all three questions, only 24% of the sample consistently endorsed discussion, 
while 76% of the sample only recommend discussion in one or two questions. Table 2 shows 
the reason for participants for endorsing discussion were categorized into three different groups. 
Only one group reflects an evaluativist level of epistemological thinking. 
For question one, the first category consists of reasons that focus on issues (i.e., excessive 
use of social media, adolescent sexual involvement, and divorce), which were used as examples 
for the respondents. This reason does not show the characteristics of an evaluativist level of 
thinking. For example, the reason “discussion is needed so that problems would not get worse” 
(see Table 2, question one) does not provide information about the kind of thinking related to 
the value of discussion. This reason focuses solely on problems or issues. The second category 
focuses on the aim or importance of discussion to solve the problems or issues. These reasons 
are better than the first category because it explains the importance of discussion. However, these 
two categories still do not show the characteristics of an evaluativist level of thinking. The third 
category indicates the understanding of seeing discussion as an essential intellectual activity. It 
means the coordination of subjective and objective aspects of knowing. Discussion is needed, 
among others, for the following reason: “to compare different opinions and obtain the best one 
to solve problems.” This type of response shows that students understand that people could have 
their own opinions (subjective aspect) but that the best idea must be supported by arguments and 
evidence (objective aspect).   
The first category of the reasons given by participants in question two focuses only on 
the objective criteria of a good candidate. The second category reveals reasons that focus 
exclusively on subjective personal preference. The first and second categories do not indicate an 
evaluativist level of thinking, as the reasons do not coordinate the objective and subjective 
aspects of knowing. Responses that focus on objective criteria reflect an absolutist level of 
thinking, while reasons that focus on personal preference are based on a multiplist level of 
thinking. For instance, “Choices depend on individuals’ preference” reflects the understanding 
that everyone could have their own opinion or choice as characterized by a multiplist level of 
thinking. The third category consists of reasons that integrate objective and subjective aspects 
of choices, indicating the evaluativist level of thinking. An example of such an idea includes: “If 
we like a candidate, but that person shows poor performance, we should not choose that 
candidate” (see Table 2, question two). The previous example shows that the child has tried to 
integrate the subjective personal preference and objective criteria (i.e., performance). Only a few 
participants provided reasons that focus on both personal preference and objective criteria. 
The reasons in question three are classified in the same way as those in question one. As 
in question one, reasons that focus on issues and aim of the discussion were not based on an 
evaluativist level of thinking. For this question, it was hard to find reasons that show the 
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characteristics of evaluativist thinking. Only one reason “to achieve a better understanding of 
the problem” (see Table 2, question three) can be classified as the reason that focuses on the 




Reasons Given to the Intellectual Value Questions  





Examples of reasons  




Discussion is needed so that: 
Other people will not experience problems. 
Problems can be solved together. 












Discussion is needed: 
To find out the best solution. 
To minimize problems.  
To prevent bad things from happening. 




Discussion is needed: 
To compare different opinions and obtain the best 
solution. 
Other people's opinions could be better than ours. 







Candidate must have a common interest. 
We must choose a candidate who shows leadership, 
competence, and responsibility. 
We must choose a candidate with a good vision and mission, 
not because like or dislike. 
 Multiplist Personal 
preference 
 
Other people may disagree with our choice. 
Choices are based on individual judgment to candidates 
Choices depend on individuals’ favorites. 




If we like a candidate, but he/she shows poor performance, 
we should not choose him/her.  









If the problem is ignored, there could be a war between 
countries. 







To solve the problem. 












The current findings show that only 24% of the samples consistently endorsed discussion in all 
three questions. Meanwhile, in their study, Kuhn & Park (2005) found 13% Korean and 40% 
Caucasian American middle school student samples who consistently endorsed discussion in all 
three questions. No Japanese middle school students consistently answered the questions. 
Among the middle school student samples, the percentage of Indonesian who consistently 
endorsed discussion is lower than the Caucasian American but higher than the Korean. Hence, 
a higher percentage indicates that more students perceive the value of intellectual activities.  
Those percentage differences could indicate the differences in intellectual values 
between cultures, supporting the idea that intellectual values are rooted in culture. This idea 
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could be associated with socio-cultural perspectives on cognitive development that the culture 
where one was raised predominantly determines the way one learns to think (Bjorklund, 2005). 
The interest to discuss various problems is more dominant in Caucasian Americans compared to 
Korean, Japanese, and Indonesian. It could be explained with the differences commonly found 
between individualistic and collective societies. In individualistic societies (e.g., United States, 
Canada), children are raised to become autonomous, confident, and assertive. In collective 
societies (e.g., China, Taiwan, Korea), children are raised to restrain their opinions and desires 
and to be more mindful of the need of older people, their family, and society (Shaffer, 2005). 
The upbringing of Caucasian American in an individualistic society could have made them more 
accustomed to express their opinions in any discussion with parents, teachers, or friends. As a 
result, they endorse discussion more to Korean, Japanese, and Indonesian students. 
Differences in the percentage of sample who consistently endorsed discussion in all three 
questions were also found between Indonesian and Korean samples despite coming from the 
same collectivist background. Thus, further studies need to be conducted to confirm whether this 
difference is meaningful. This difference can perhaps be explained by the questions used to 
assess intellectual values. Korean sample responded questions from the original intellectual 
values questions about the death penalty, gun control, and medical care as examples of social 
issues in question one and candidates of political position in question two. On the other hand, 
the Indonesian sample responded to the adapted version that provides the excessive use of social 
media, adolescent sexual involvement, and divorce as examples of social issues and candidates 
of chairman of school organization in question two. It is possible that middle school students felt 
that everyday problems, such as those found in the adapted version, need to be discussed more 
than issues related to government policy and politics, as stated in the original version.   
The result of this study also shows that most students choose to endorse discussion in 
question one, and around half of the students endorse discussion in question two and three. The 
percentage of students that endorse discussion in question one is much bigger than in the 
remaining two questions. It could be that the kind of issue also determined the choices students 
make. Students considered social problems in question one to be more critical to discuss than 
the school organization leader election in question two and world peace issue in question three. 
Students may often find the problems in question one (i.e., excessive use of social media, 
adolescent sexual involvement, and increase in divorce cases) in their own family, friends, or 
neighborhood.  
Furthermore, all these issues are related to right and wrong, especially for Indonesian 
culture. For most Indonesians who are Muslims, sexual involvement outside of marriage and 
divorce is unacceptable (Shaffer, 2005). These two reasons may underlie the choices to endorse 
discussion in question one. The issue of world peace in question three may be considered as an 
essential problem too by students, but it happens in other countries. This issue is not a concrete 
problem that students can find in their surroundings. Thus, only half of the students think that it 
is essential to be discussed. Whereas students may consider the election of chairman of school 
organization issue in question two as a simple problem about which candidates students like so 
only less than half of the students endorse discussion.  
The result described above indicates that the value of intellectual activities is perceived 
differently by middle school students in Indonesia, depending on the type of problem. 
Discussion, as an intellectual activity, is more valued when it involves real issues that happen 
around an individual. Students seem to perceive that discussion is vital to do when there are 
problems to be solved instead of used to enhance their understanding. This condition can be 
associated with which level of epistemological understanding the students reach. It has been 
described before that most reasons given by students are categorized into absolutist and 
multiplist level. Only a few reasons indicate an evaluativist level. Therefore, it can be said that 
most students in this study have not reached an evaluativist level. Before adolescents achieve 
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the evaluativist level, they assume that critical thinking is irrelevant because all ideas are equally 
right (multiplist) or because facts are available to anyone who look for them (absolutist) (Kuhn, 
Cheney, et al., 2000). The result of a previous study confirms the epistemological level theory 
(Kuhn & Park, 2005). Only a small percentage of students in Korea and Japan predominantly 
exhibit an evaluativist level of thinking. In contrast, most of the Caucasian American samples 
show an evaluativist level.  
Intellectual value could be enhanced by involving in intellectual activities. (Kuhn, 2010) 
trained middle school students about argumentation and asked students what explicit knowledge 
they obtained from this activity. The students’ responses included learning to hold emotion, 
listen, and provide reasons to support opinion. Those responses reflect students’ perceived values 
of intellectual activities that were obtained after participating in argumentation training. Another 
study developed a computer-based training intervention in the ecology domain (Hefter et al., 
2015). They found positive effects of the intervention on epistemic orientation, intellectual 
values, and conceptual knowledge.  
The result of this study reflects the intellectual values of Javanese students. Various 
cultures and sub-cultures are existing in Indonesia. Therefore this study is not meant to describe 
all Indonesian middle school students' intellectual values. Future research needs to explore 
intellectual values and epistemological understanding in many other cultures in Indonesia.  
 
Conclusion 
Indonesian middle school students tend to perceive discussion as an important activity when 
facing real problems. This condition related to the level of epistemological understanding of the 
students. Most students still have an absolutist or multiplist level of an epistemological 
understanding. Thus, they do not value discussion as intellectual activities that are important to 
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Appendix  
The Original Intellectual Values Questions (Kuhn, 2001):  
1. Many social issues, like the death penalty, gun control, or medical care, are pretty much 
matters of personal opinion, and there is no basis for saying that one person’s opinion is any 
better than another’s. So there’s not much point in people having discussions about these 
kinds of issues. Do you strongly agree, sort of agree, or disagree? (If disagree) What do you 
think? 
2. Who you prefer as a candidate for a political position is pretty much a matter of personal 
preference. So there's not much point in people having discussions about political 
candidates.  Do you strongly agree, sort of agree, or disagree? (If disagree) What do you 
think?  
3. Some problems, like achieving world peace, are such difficult ones that they may not have 
a solution, just like scientists may never understand such difficult questions as the nature of 
matter. We have to accept that some things in life are too difficult to understand or change, 
and it’s best not to worry too much about them. Do you strongly agree, sort of agree, or 
disagree? (If disagree) What do you think? 
 
The Adapted Intellectual Values Questions: 
1. Berbagai masalah sosial, seperti penggunaan media sosial yang berlebihan, pergaulan bebas 
di kalangan remaja, atau meningkatnya perceraian, adalah lebih merupakan pendapat 
pribadi, dan tidak ada dasarnya mengatakan bahwa pendapat seseorang lebih baik 
dibandingkan pendapat orang lain. Oleh karena itu tidak ada gunanya mendiskusikan 
masalah-masalah tersebut. Apakah anda sangat setuju, setuju, atau tidak setuju? (Jika tidak 
setuju) Apa pendapat anda? 
2. Siapa yang anda sukai sebagai seorang calon ketua OSIS lebih merupakan masalah pilihan 
pribadi. Oleh karena itu tidak ada gunanya berdiskusi mengenai masalah tersebut. Apakah 
anda sangat setuju, setuju, atau tidak setuju?  
(Jika tidak setuju) Apa pendapat anda? 
3. Beberapa masalah, seperti mencapai perdamaian dunia, adalah masalah yang sulit yang 
mungkin tidak ada solusinya, sebagaimana kita yang mungkin tidak akan pernah memahami 
pertanyaan yang sulit seperti mengapa kejahatan selalu ada. Kita harus menerima bahwa 
beberapa hal dalam kehidupan terlalu sulit untuk dipahami atau diubah, dan sebaiknya tidak 
terlalu mencemaskan hal-hal tersebut. Apakah anda sangat setuju, setuju, atau tidak setuju? 
(Jika tidak setuju) Apa pendapat anda?  
